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By Kim Marie Padgett, Historic Structures Reviewer
Indiana DNR Division of Historic Preservation & Archaeology

Indiana Department
of Natural Resources

Fire insurance maps are an excellent research tool. They are a primary source material that provides a rich historical
snapshot of the commercial activity and urban and residential landscape of America’s historic towns and cities.
During the mid-nineteenth through mid-twentieth centuries, cities and towns were surveyed and mapped to help
fire insurance companies assess fire risks and establish rates. The most prolific and well-known fire insurance
company in the United States is The Sanborn Map Company of New York. Most of Indiana’s cities and towns (of at
least 1,000-2,000 residents) were recorded by the Sanborn Map Company between the late 1880s and mid-1950s.

Historically, the meticulously surveyed and detailed, hand-drawn maps were developed for fire insurance purposes;
however, they provide a wealth of information for modern use by architects, engineers, historic preservationists,
archaeologists, historians, genealogists, city planners, property owners, and amateur history enthusiasts.

By comparing Sanborn maps published over time, readers may be able to determine when a building was
constructed, demolished, altered, or added onto, as well as the evolution of development in a neighborhood or
commercial downtown. Some may also point out potential environmental hazards in an area [Figures 1 & 2]. A
sample of information the maps provide includes addresses, names of streets and businesses, footprints/outlines
of buildings and structures, the number of stories, building construction materials, location of window and door
openings, and staircase and elevator shafts.
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5} :& Y ;‘E J 3 Figure 1: A comparison of the 1899 and 1905 Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps for
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1905 T Left: Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from Valparaiso, Porter County, Indiana, May 1899 and

Dec. 1905, Credit: Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division, Sanborn Maps
Collection; Right: Valparaiso Opera House, 1907, Credit: Indiana DNR Division of Historic
Preservation & Archaeology
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Valparaiso, May 1899

. SO ......i.... E. MAIN

<OCH S

E. INDIANA  AV. (E.MECHANIC) .4‘

Ponren Co Cownr Ho.

B NSOy

¥

¥ 7 T—

Al

;

)

1

!
z| g
&= ] ’
£
g:

<

Valparaiso. November 1910

Valparaiso, December 1905

Figure 2: The Evolution of Downtown Valparaiso, 1886-1910

Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from Valparaiso, Porter County,
Indiana, May 1886, Dec. 1892, May 1899, Dec. 1905, and Nov.
1910, Credit: Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division,
Sanborn Maps Collection



Architects and engineers utilize Sanborn maps to determine important components of a building’s structure
including original construction materials, building additions and alterations over time to aid in stabilization,
rehabilitation, and demolition projects. [Figure 3]
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SPECIAL HAZARDS.

= NAMES of Manufactories, &e., are writterr on buildings, when there is suflicient
_ HU""W Conc'ae or cementblock constn space, and their construction classified by the same marks as on Dwellings.  Other *
m Concrete or reinforced concrete congtn Specially Hazardous Risks are COLORED GREEN, the varying number of dots
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LOFT 1 Tenant building occupied by “ 15t “Storeor D'w'g.
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(ovens in buildi ies. (,oopemges Drag stores (retail, with
privilege of wmponmlmg) D)elng i Far d Glass

Hat finishers. Hay (open smk loose). Lawp sellers (privilege for kerosene &c.)
Laundries, Malt houses, M ies of Baskets, B t-fi , Boots and shoes,
Caps, Clothing, Combs, Envelopes, Feather dusters, Fringe &e., Gas-fixtures, Gold
pens, Hats, Hemp, Jowelry cases, Morocco, Paper bags, Pocket-books, Ruffling and
raches, Segars, Shirts,, Tobacco, Tinbrellas, Vinegar, Watches, Watch-cases, anu;
ink. Map mounting and varnishing. \Iulal mills, Mol liouses. Pl

Private stables. Smoke-l Iy Tin-shops,  Wheelwrights. W:ro
workers, Wool-pullers.

DWELLINGS

§57™ Framed air-shalts are shown but colored
over. Brick air-shafts are left white,

CLASSIFICATION OF BUILDINGS
Shown by varying number of dots or cir-
cles. Olassed by New York Board of
Iive Underwriters as follows :

DWELLING
-
STORE

*DWELLING
*DWELLING
DWELLING
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BRICK D N FRAME
1st Class ( . ) Slate or metal roof, coped walls. 1st Olass (.) Slate or metal roof.
nd: BRSNS, “ walls not coped.  2nd ¢ (,,) Shingle roof.
3rd ¢ (...) Shingle roof.
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works. Book-binderi; Brass and iron foundries. Coppersmiths. Cotton
presses. Falling mills. Junk shops. Letter-press pliuu-rs. thhogmphem l‘i\'ery
and Oartmen’s stables. Machine shops. M ies of Agri

Artificial flowers, Brooms, Brushes, Carriages, Cedar-ware, Floor-cloth, (:mm, Guns,
Hoop-skirts, Jewelry, Lamps, Musi instrwinents, Oil-cloths, Paper boxes, Paper
collars, Paper patterns, Patent Medicines, Plated ware, Rope and cordage, Safes,
Silverware, Starch, Stoves, Tin cans, Uplolstery.  Oil stores (petrolenm and pro-
duets). Print works. Rag stores. Slaughter houses. Suuff mills. Type and stereo-
type foundries, (And Iy build notv pied by workers of light wood).
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Box rvepairing. Oabinet-making. Carpenters’ shops. Distilleries, Flax mills. Flour
or Grist mills. Japanners. Lard refineries. Manufactories of Artificial bair, Bagging,
Candles, Obairs, Clocks, Confectionery, India-rubber or gutta-percha, Ivory or lamp-
black, Looking-glass and Picture frames, Oiled clothing, Organs, Paper-hangings,
Perfamery, Pianos, Soap, Trunks. Oil mills. Paper mills, Rectifying establishients.
Sugar refineries. Tallow-melting or chandleries.  Wholesale druggists (with com-
ponuding). Woolen wills. (And generally visks where much beat or light wood is

used.)
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Chemical laboratories. Coffee and Spice mills, Drug mills, Fireworks on sale.
Matel factories.  Oil-boiling houses.  Planing aud Moulding mills,  Printing-ink
factories. Sash, blind and door factories. Saw mills. Tar-boiling honses. Tarpentine
distilleries.  Varnish making. Window-shade factories.

Frame Buildings with BRICK FRONTS.

Height of Buildings, in Stories and feet (74 ft. 6 iu. and over).
I'ronts of marble or other stone.

Iron Fronts.

« Dotted line,” Interior brick wall, omitted on one or more floors.

Built of non-inflammable
Superior construction. material “throughout,”
except flooring and trim.

« ications p 1 by single fire-proof doors ¢ With designation
ok “ double “ “ ; of floors.

Openings exposing Buildings.

Blevators with steam or other power. ( Where enclosed with Brick or
IMire-proof material & heavy
line is drawn around them.

Hatchways or ¢ Damb-waiters.”

Sky-lights in Roof only.

“ over Opening in floor.

Smoke-louses. E Retorts, and Ovens.

Mausard Roofs. <~~~ Corrugated Iron. WS Steam-boilers.

Figure 3: Sample Key for a Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Credit: Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division

Sanborn maps aid archaeologists during investigations in urban areas by providing historical context of the built
environment. Property owners may utilize the maps to determine the historical use of their property, previous
occupants, or any alterations or additions to their building. [Figure 4] Preservationists and historians use Sanborn
maps to research the significance of properties for evaluation for listing in the National Register of Historic Places
including associations with significant persons and events, architectural characteristics, and whether the property
could be individually listed or listed as part of a commercial or residential historic district. Genealogists utilize



Sanborn maps to discover their ancestors’ neighborhood where they lived, worked, and socialized. The maps help
anyone visualize the sights, sounds, and smells of a neighborhood or commercial downtown.
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Figure 4: A comparison of the Indianapolis Lockerbie Square neighborhood, 1887 and 1914; Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from
Indianapolis, Marion County, Indiana, 1887 and 1915, Credit: Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division

Sanborn maps published before 1923 (non-copyrighted) are available online at various institutions. The Library of
Congress, Geography and Map Division (loc.gov/collections/sanborn-maps) boasts one of the largest collections
of Sanborn Maps in the world. The LOC is working on digitizing the years 1923-1926 as they are now part of the
public domain. Also, check out the Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division’s: “Fire Insurance Maps at
the Library of Congress: A Resource Guide” available at guides.loc.gov/fire-insurance-maps?loclr=blogmap.
Additional Sanborn resources are available at: guides.loc.gov/fire-insurance-maps/sanborn-resources.

The pre-1923 Sanborn map collection for the State of Indiana is available through the Indiana Spatial Data Portal
(libraries.indiana.edu/union-list-sanborn-maps) and will soon be available for viewing by the general public. Maps
published after 1923 are available on microfilm at the Indiana Room at the Indiana State Library
(IN.gov/library/collections-and-services/indiana/map-collection/sanborn/) as well as many local historical
societies or public and university libraries.
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